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INTRODUCTION
Dropouts are one of the most visible failures of
our current educational system.

Their presence is

painfully obvious and extremely costly when considered
in terms of public expenditure and wasted potential
(DeBlois,

1989).

One of the brightest options for

addressing this societal malady is that of assigning
troubled students to alternative schools.

These high

schools have become a widely used method of dealing
with the problem of placement for dropout students and
students at-risk for dropping out who seem unable or
unwilling to

function in regular education classrooms.

Those students considered to be at-risk are able to be
identified by virtue of being behind in grade,
high absenteeism,

having

and generally indicating alienation

through their behavior

(DeBlois,

1989).

There is evidence that many students are able to
do well in these alternative locales that could not
make it in the traditional education system
1995).

(Glass,

Some aspect of these alternative schools seems

to be making a difference for this type of student,
although structural variations such as smaller class
size,

more outlets for energy,

and reduced pressure

and

4

overall no doubt play a major role,

it seems reasonable

to believe that there may also be differences in the
kind of teacher present.

As DeBlois

(1989)

indicated,

the best teachers must be used for the most essential
task of instructing students

in alternative schools,

else these students exhaust their final options.
One possible difference
possibilities)

(in a number of

between teachers in regular or

alternative high schools might be teacher
self-efficacy.

This construct represents

integration of teachers'
expectations

(i.e.,

general

the

learning outcome

sense of general

teaching efficacy)

with their more situation-specific judgment of personal
effectiveness or competence as a
of personal

teacher

(i.e.,

sense

teaching efficacy).

Teacher self-efficacy has been linked to teacher
differences in beliefs and behaviors with special
education and lower-achieving students
1986; McDaniel

&

McCarthy,

1989).

(Ashton

In fact,

Webb,

&

teachers'

sense of personal teaching efficacy is thought to
influence teachers'

choice of activities,

thoughts and feelings,

general

task effort expenditure,

and

task persistence when they face environmental obstacles
to instruction

(Ashton

&

Webb,

1986).

Therefore,

at-risk and dropout students are similar in many

since
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respects to special education students

(both groups

tend to have low achievement and/or behavior
problems),and teacher efficacy has been found to play a
substantial role in low-achieving students'
(Ashton & Webb,
McCarthy,

1986;

1989),

Kauffman & Wong,

success,

1991; McDaniel &

it seems that alternative teachers'

self-efficacy would be a useful variable to examine in
order to better help these students.
To be more specific,
establish a

the current paper attempts to

logical basis upon which differences in the

self-efficacy of regular high school teachers and
alternative high school teachers may be analyzed.
such,

As

it is organized around the following themes:

the

definition of self-efficacy and its educational
application,

determinants or antecedents of teachers'

level of self-efficacy,

the role teacher self-efficacy

plays with various student populations,

and the

manifestations of teacher self-efficacy in terms of
classroom behavior.

DEFINITION OF SELF-EFFICACY
Bandura's Work
General

description.

The first and most

comprehensive description of self-efficacy was provided
by Bandura

(1977;

1982;

1986).

He originated the

6

notion of self-efficacy as a

two-component concept that

includes a general outcome expectancy

(a belief that

actions will lead to desired outcomes)

and a sense of

self-efficacy

(a belief that one has the skills to

bring about these outcomes).
on the cognitive,

These subskills are based

social and behavioral realms and are

organized and integrated to serve many purposes.
Bandura

(1982)

further explained the nature of

self-efficacy in this way:
Self-efficacy judgments, whether accurate or
faulty, influence choice of activities and
environmental settings.
People avoid activities
that they believe exceed their coping
capabilities, but they undertake and perform
assuredly those that they judge themselves capable
of managing.
Judgments of self-efficacy also
determine how much effort people will expend and
how long they will persist in the face of
obstacles or aversive experiences (Bandura, 1982,
p. 123).
In order to

function competently,

individuals

require both the requisite skills and the self-beliefs
of efficacy to use those skills effectively.
addition,

In

self-efficacy is not necessarily stable for
This means that a person may feel

every situation.

more or less efficacious depending upon the specific
variables of a

situation

Two facets:
These,

then,

(Bandura,

1986).

outcome and efficacy expectancies.

are the two components to Bandura's

7

conceptualization of self-efficacy
efficacy expectancies).

(outcome and

Outcome expectancies

aredistinguished from efficacy expectancies in that an
outcome expectation consists of a person's

judgment of

the most likely consequences that their behavior will
produce,

whereas efficacy expectancies are more

concerned with judgments of what one can do with
whatever skills one possesses.

The simplest way to

view the differentiation between outcome and efficacy
expectations is that while an individual may maintain
the belief that a certain course of action will produce
a particular outcome,

he/she may still hesitate to act

on such an outcome belief due to questions regarding
whether she/he can actually execute the called for
activities

(Bandura,

1986).

The concept of self-efficacy plays a

large role

not only in determining what types of activities an
individual undertakes,
expectancies,

in light of personal outcome

but also how the individual

the results of these activities.
be it social,
individuals

intellectual,

No matter the realm,

or physical,

characterizing themselves

efficacious expect

interprets

those

as highly

favorable outcomes whereas less

efficacious people tend to predict less than adequate

8

performance from themselves.

It is in this way that

one's self-efficacy functions

as a

control mechanism,

by helping us choose which activities we feel able to
handle.
Educational

Applications

Teacher

self-efficacy.

Gibson and Dembo

(1984)

have taken Bandura's conception of self-efficacy and
applied it in an educational context.

In the same

manner that Bandura differentiated between outcome
expectancies and self-efficacy expectancies in the
general sense,

these authors

illuminated this

distinction in the educational sense.
context of teaching,
represented by a

Within the

an outcome expectation would be

teacher's belief that skillful

instruction can offset the effects of family
background,

school conditions,

intelligence.

In contrast,

would be suggested by a

a

and student
self-efficacy expectancy

teacher's confidence that he or

she is capable of such instruction.
these authors was

The prediction by

that teachers who believe student

learning can be influenced by their own abilities
self-efficacy)

ought to persist longer,

different types of feedback,
academic focus

(high

provide

and maintain a greater

in the classroom than do teachers who

have lower expectations of their own ability with

9

respect to student learning.

It is teachers'

beliefs

in their abilities to instruct their students that may
account for individual differences in overall
effectiveness

(Gibson

Two dimensions:
efficacy.

&

Dembo,

1984).

general and personal teaching

Ashton and Webb

(1986)

have further

clarified Gibson and Dembo's educational theory of
self-efficacy.

Their multidimensional theory of

teacher efficacy designated the first
expectation as a

type of

teacher's sense of general efficacy,

while the second reflects the teacher's sense of
personal efficacy.

General teaching efficacy refers to

the set of beliefs a
ability of teachers
achieve,

teacher holds regarding the
in general

to motivate students to

in spite of extraneous variables such as

environment and student ability.
efficacy is a
personal

Personal

teaching

teacher's perception of his or her own

teaching capabilities and the belief that

these abilities can be employed to impact student
performance

(Ashton

&

Webb,

1986).

This sense of personal teaching efficacy
correlates positively with teacher motivation and
effort,

teacher-student

achievement.

interactions,

and student

The concept is particularly relevant to

special education students.

By definition,

special

10
education students

(many of whom are subsequently

considered at-risk for dropping out of school)

have

difficulty learning and require special services
McDaniel,

Of particular concern is

(Miller

&

1989).

stress,

on the part of teachers,

caused from a

This is due to the fact

perceived success.

students in special education may learn at a

lack of

that
slower

rate and/or need specialized materials and techniques.
The discouragement and failure potential

for

these

regular education teachers is elevated if they,
additionally,
students,

have unrealistic expectations,

too many

and lack of adequate services and support

(Miller & McDaniel,
Raudenbush,

1989).

Rowan,

and Cheong

(1992)

depart

the tendency of many studies to treat teachers'
of efficacy as a global
As Bandura

lead.

noted,
11

self-efficacy is not a

some situations require

greater skill and more arduous performances,
greater risk of negative consequences,
411) •

II

Therefore,

sense

trait by following Bandura's

(1986)

global disposition for,

from

or carry

than others

both Bandura and Raudenbush et al.

argue that an individual's sense of efficacy varies
from situation to situation.
hypothesize that,

(p.

Raudenbush,

et al.

given a population of high school

11
teachers,

their self-efficacy would vary within

teachers as well as among teachers.

By this it was

meant that the self-efficacy of a certain teacher could
change in relation to numerous variables such as class
content,

class size,

authors confirmed a

and grade level of students.
substantial

The

intrateacher variation

in these several different areas,

the details of which

are discussed later.
DETERMINANTS OF TEACHERS'
Many factors affect a
self-efficacy.

SELF-EFFICACY

teacher's level of

These may include:

pre-service teachers'

factors related to

training such as experience as a

student teacher and scope of training programs,
features

of school organization,

and numerous

contextually situated factors.
A study by Hoy and Woolfolk

(1990)

looked at this

issue with respect to two types of preservice teachers,
those who participated in a
and those who did not.

student teaching program

Research by Sachs

concentrated on preservice teachers
examining how type of program
education)

also

this time

(regular versus special

may ultimately affect teachers'

self-efficacy with different populations.
(1992),

(1988)

Coladarci

in his research on commitment to teaching,

12
analyzed features

of school organization which have an

impact on teacher self-efficacy.

The stability factor

of self-efficacy is examined in response to numerous
contextual variables by Raudenbush et al.

(1992).

The

findings of each of these studies will be explored in
greater detail below.
Pre-Service Teachers
Student teaching experience and self-efficacy.
Hoy and Woolfolk

(1990)

attempted to study the sense of

efficacy of pre-service teachers

that engaged in

student teaching versus those who did not.

Their

inquiry examined the influence of student teaching
experience on three teacher perspectives
orientations

toward control,

social problem solving,

and efficacy.

The instrument used was the Teacher

Efficacy Scale

(Gibson & Dembo,

made up of three groups:

(1)

teaching during the semester;

1984).

students who were student
(2)

students in three

different educational methods courses;
students who were taking a
course.

The sample was

and

(3)

developmental psychology

Questionnaires were distributed to the three

groups of students during regularly scheduled class
times and the student teacher group was called together
just prior to the beginning of their practice teaching
and again at its conclusion.

13
It should be noted that,
Efficacy Scale

(TES)

although the Teacher

was used in this study,

adequate

reliability coefficients have been established for only
16 of the original 30 items.
structure of the TES,
that factor one,

In a study of the factor

Gibson and Dembo

(1984)

found

which appeared to assess efficacy

expectations in relation to one's own teaching
(personal teaching efficacy),

accounted for 18.2% of

the total variance with individual items'
loadings ranging from

.46 to

.61.

factor

Factor two,

which

seemed to reflect outcome expectations about the
consequences of teaching

(general

teaching efficacy),

accounted for 10.6% of the total variance while the
)

items'

loadings ranged from

.45 to

.65.

Founded on

Bandura's social learning theory of self-efficacy,

the

TES was developed in a pilot study where 53 items were
administered to 90 teachers.

This initial item pool

was based on teacher interviews and an analysis of the
literature.

Following principal factor analysis and

elimination of items with poor variablility,

the

revised TES consisted of 30 items in Likert format
(Gibson

&

Dembo,

In all,

1984).

20 items from the TES were included in the

Hoy and Woolfolk study:

the 16 items yielding

acceptable reliability coefficients,

and four others

14
that referred to the adequacy of the teacher's
preservice preparation program.
Rand Corporation items,
also included for a

In addition,

the two

which are described later,

total of 22 items overall.

were

Factor

analysis by Hoy and Woolfolk of the instrument also
produced two independent dimensions of general and
personal teaching efficacy.
were along a
to

II

6-point Likert scale from

strongly disagree.

11

of these two dimensions,
teacher.

.84

II

strongly agree

11

The higher the score on each
the more efficacious the

For this current study,

reliability were
.72

Responses to each item

alpha coefficients of

for personal teaching efficacy and

for general teaching efficacy

(Hoy

&

Woolfolk,

1990) .
The first hypothesis relating to self-efficacy in
this study was supported.

The researchers found that

the general sense of teaching efficacy for student
teachers declined after students finished their
practice teaching,

t(58)

= 1.74,

p <

.05.

Student

teachers were less sure after student teaching that
schools are able to overcome the limitations of home
environment and family background.

The sense of

general teaching efficacy of the control groups,
nonstudent-teaching samples,

did not change.

the

The

second self-efficacy hypothesis of this study failed to

15
be supported.

Contrary to the researchers'

prediction,

neither the student teachers nor the control group
decreased their sense of personal efficacy;

in fact

the

student teachers became even more optimistic concerning
their abilities
5.74,

p <

to reach difficult students,

t(57)

=

.01.

Type of training program and self-efficacy
second program-related issue to consider is

A

the type of

training program received by pre-service teachers.
intent of Sach's
theoretical

(1988)

founaation

paper was

The

to provide a

(utilizing self-efficacy theory)

to explain why regular educators may not feel capable
or prepared to cope with the task of teaching
students due to mainstreaming.
that,

traditionally,

Sachs

(1988)

'special'
feels

pro spec ti ve special educators have

experiences that provide them with a positive
self-efficacy in relation to special education
students.

For this reason they are prepared to help

these students who are in need of special
considerations.

It was Sachs'

hypothesis

regular educator's self-efficacy may fail

that a
to be

commensurate with the task of mainstreaming due to an
initial lack of training.

The author contended that,

although special educators receive appropriate
in the most needed areas,

training

regular educators are not

16
necessarily provided this training.

This may be a

reason that many regular educators do not feel capable
of educating

"special"

students

in mainstreamed

classrooms.

In response to this feeling,

educators may be referring students
education services due to a
conceptual study,

preservice teachers

for special

fear of failure.

it is Sachs'

providing alternative

regular

In this

position that,

by

teacher preparation programs

to

(which may include more

concentration on dealing with behavioral/emotional
problems),

their negative self-efficacy interactions

(

with students could be changed to positive ones

(Sachs,

1990) .
Organizational Features

and Self-Efficacy

Features of school organization also play a part
in the determination of teachers'
self-efficacy.

A 1992 study by Coladarci examined the

degree to which teachers'

sense of efficacy predicted

their commitment to teaching.
elementary-level Maine
respect
sex,

level of

A random sample of 364

teachers,

to geographical region,

school size,

and grade

representative with
teacher experience,

(K-8),

was generated by the

Maine Department of Education for the study.

Each of

the teachers was mailed a questionnaire containing the
Teacher Efficacy Scale by Gibson and Dembo

(1984),
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modified slightly by replacing two items with the Rand
Corporation Items.

The internal-consistency

reliability of the two composites of personal and
general efficacy were

.75 and

.55,

respectively.

Additional information was requested pertaining to
teacher-student ratio,

salary,

teaching experience,

and

sex.
Both general and personal efficacy predicted
commitment to teaching

(.19 and

along with teacher-student ratio,
sex

(Coladarci,

1992).

.27,

respectively),

school climate,

and

Greater teaching commitment

tended to be expressd by those teachers who were higher
in both general and personal efficacy.

This study

found that features of school organization,

such as

lower teacher-student ratio and the school principal's
conduct,

seemed to promote a

efficacy which,

in turn,

teacher's sense of

seemed to elevate that

teacher's commitment to the organization and to
teaching.
Contextual Effects

on Self-Efficacy

Following the line of Bandura's
Raudenbush et al.

(1992)

(1986)

thinking,

examined the extent to which

perceptions of self-efficacy could be contextually
situated.

The authors reasoned that,

if the

self-efficacy of high school teachers is situated

18
rather than global,
(across a

it ought to vary within teachers

teacher's several assigned classes),

as among teachers.

Therefore,

as well

characteristics of

various classes taught by high school teachers would
result in differing levels of self-efficacy.

The

subjects for this study consisted of a sample of high
school teachers in 16 urban and suburban high schools
in California and Michigan.
subjects
English)

(mathematics,

science,

social studies,

were selected for the analysis.

included 315
1,258 classes
A

Only teachers of academic
and

The sample

teachers who provided information about
(Raudenbush et al.,

1992) .

questionnaire was administered in each school

asking teachers

to report their perceptions of

self-efficacy for each class taught and also to report
on various characteristics of these classes.

Teachers'

perceived self-efficacy was measured at the class level
by taking teachers '
extent do you feel

responses to the i tern:

"To what

successful in providing the kind of

education you would like to provide for the students in
this class?"

Response options included "not

successful,"

"slightly successful,"

"moderately

successful,"

and "highly successful," which were then

19

coded as integers from one to four
19 92) .

(Raudenbush et al.,

Due to the fact that the self-efficacy

measurement method employed by these researchers
departs

from the traditional method of using the TES

and/or the Rand items,

the results must be interpreted

r

with caution and generalizability should be suspect.
These researchers,

similar to Coladarci,

found

that teachers who reported higher levels of control
over instructional conditions and higher levels of
staff collaboration also reported higher mean levels of
efficacy.

Additionally,

this study ascertained that,

although the personal backgrounds of teachers did not
seem to have any consistent relationship with their
senses of self-efficacy,

women tended to report higher

levels of efficacy than did men.
the class a

Track assignment of

teacher taught also had an impact on

teacher self-efficacy.

Overall,

the same teachers felt

the most efficacious in honors classes,
efficacious in academic classes,
efficacious

less

and the least

in vocational- and general-track classes.

This finding must be qualified in that track effects on
teachers'

efficacy differed according to the

disciplinary specialization of the

teacher.

These

effects were largest for math and science teachers and

20

less prevalent for English and social studies teachers
(Raudenbush et al.,

1992).

The age of students was another factor which
, Raudenbush et al.

(1992)

teacher self-efficacy.

found to correlate with
Teachers reported lower

self-efficacy when teaching classes made up of younger
high school students.

These results confirmed

interview data which indicated that teachers

found

freshmen and sophomores less mature and harder to
engage than older students.

According to the authors

these results may reflect the tendency for the most
troubled

(at-risk}

students to leave high school before

their junior or senior year.

In addition,

questions

may be raised about the impact of general maturity
and/or stages of cognitive and moral development
experienced by students.
One final

factor that seemed to impact the

self-efficacy of teachers in this study was the
combination of a

teacher's intellectual background and

interest and the particular content to be taught in any
given class.

It seems that teachers tended to feel

differentially well prepared to teach any of the
several classes to which she/he was assigned,

which,

in

21
turn,

led to differences in teacher self-efficacy

(Raudenbush et al.,

1992).

A study done by Greenwood,
(1990)

and Parkay

raised yet another issue with regard to teacher

self-efficacy.

The authors'

relationships between four
patterns and teachers'
control,

gender,

age/grade level,
nine

Olejnik,

purpose was

teacher efficacy belief

feelings of stress,

race/ethnic

origin,

and nine

locus of

education,

and teaching experience.

"high stress"

to examine

"low stress"

Teachers in
schools were

selected from among the K-12 schools in Dade County,
Florida

(a large,

district) .

urban,

multicultural school

Each school set contained three each of

high school,

junior high,

and elementary level schools.

The sorting of these schools into low and high stress
categories was done by selecting the three highest and
three lowest schools at each of the three grade levels
in terms of eight variables:
facilities utilized,

(b)

student-teacher ratio,
or reduced lunch,
rates,

(f)

(e)

percentage of school

teacher turnover rate,

(d)

(c)

number of students on free

student and teacher attendance

number of students referred to alternative

education programs,
suspensions,
corporal

(a)

(h)

(g)

number of out-of-school

number of students who received

punishment.
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In all,

321 of the 522 full-time teachers in the

18 schools participated in the study.

These

participants anonymously completed and returned the
composite instrument which measured teacher
self-efficacy by means of the items developed by the
Rand Corporation
McDonnell,

Pascal,

McLaughlin,
1.

(Armor,

Bass,

Conry-Osequera,

Pauly,
Pauly,

&
&

Zellman,
Zellman,

Cox,

1976;

King,

Berman,

1977):

When it comes right down to it, a teacher
really can't do much because most of a
student's motivation and performance depends
on his or her home environment.
If I really try hard, I can get through to
even the most difficult or unmotivated
students.

2.

Teachers were asked to respond to these two items
using a
agree"

5-point Likert scale ranging from
to

II

strongly disagree.

11

II

strongly

The first item was seen

by the authors to measure general teacher efficacy,
second focused on personal teacher efficacy.

the

The

teacher efficacy belief patterns previously referred to
were created from the possible combinations of teacher
responses to the two Rand items
1990,

p.

102):

students and I

(a)

(Greenwood et al.,

teachers in general cannot motivate

am no exception to this rule;

(b)

teachers in general can motivate students but I
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personally cannot;

(c)

motivate students and I
and
but

(d)

am no exception to this rule;

teachers in general cannot motivate students

personally can if

I

teachers in general can

The researchers

I

try hard.

found that teachers low on both

general and personal self-efficacy manifested
significantly higher stress scores

than did teachers

high on both of the constructs or even those with low
personal teaching efficacy,
efficacy.

These findings

but high general teaching
suggest that teachers

experience less stress when they have confidence in
their own personal abilities and believe that they can
make a difference,

or vice versa,

that they have more

confidence when they experience less stress.
do these teachers experience less stress,

Not only

but they are

also more internally-oriented in attributions regarding
the impact of teacher behavior on both successes and
failures

(Greenwood et al.,

1990).

Further study of

the link between locus of control orientation and
self-efficacy can be found in the 1990 Woolfolk and Hoy
study.
Overall,

these studies

imply that self-efficacy

should be conceptualized as a very personal construct
depending to a

large degree on student teaching
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experience,
factors,

preparation program,

school

organizational

and classroom and student factors.

Further

research in these areas is essential in order to more
fully understand the concept of self-efficacy.
STUDENT POPULATIONS
Of particular interest to the topic of
self-efficacy is whether the construct differs with
respect to various student populations.
regular education students,

In the case of

the majority of the

available studies on teacher efficacy suggest that
teacher self-efficacy is an important characteristic in
mediating the effectiveness of teachers in advancing
students'
al.

1976) .

achievement

(Berman et al.,

Gibson and Dembo

(1984)

1977;

Armor et

also provided

evidence that teacher efficacy is related to student
academic achievement.

The behaviors of high

self-efficacy teachers are thought to foster academic
achievement as well as

important student cognitions

such as performance expectancies and appraisals,
efficacy for achievement.

and

The finding that both

student achievement and student self-efficacy can be
impacted by teacher self-efficacy,
Schunk

(1989),

and that,

"Empirical evidence supports

to quote
the idea
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that

[ teacher]

self-efficacy predicts student

motivation and learning"
flags

(p.

14),

should raise warning

in relation to those students who typically

manifest lower achievement and,
self-efficacies

-

traditionally,

lower

special education students and

at-risk students.
Teaching Low Achieving Students
Given that these students have greater difficulty
in learning and that regular education teachers may
manifest lower personal efficacy in the instruction of
special students,

low achieving students are of

particular concern
Ashton and Webb

(McDaniel & McCarthy,

(1986)

point out,

1989) .

As

"Maintaining a sense

of professional accomplishment is difficult
teachers under the best of circumstances.
complexities multiply geometrically when a

for
Its
teacher

even the most competent teacher -- is assigned classes
of low-achieving students

(p.

66) . "

When teachers were

asked by these authors to list the differences between
average pupils and these low-achieving students,
described them as more difficult to manage,
to show anger,

they

more likely

and more likely to direct their anger at

their classmates and teacher.
In addition,

these students were seen as unlikely

26

to work hard or show interest in class activities or
assignments.

Teachers reported having to struggle in

order to win their trust and friendship,

and viewed the

task of helping reluctant learners to master academic
material as an arduous undertaking.
of Ashton and Webb

(1986)

The determination

was that teachers have much

to lose and little to gain in classes of low-achieving
students,

and in fact,

a

teacher's reputation for

competence and sense of professional self-esteem are
ultimately threatened.

As previously stated,

beliefs

of this type are not without repercussions for
students.
The student-teacher relationship.

Sachs

(1990)

concentrated on an interactional model of
self-efficacy,

especially with respect to students

experiencing greater difficulties
classrooms.

in mainstreamed

He explained how the Teacher-Student

Self-Efficacy Interaction Model
utilized to explore a
self-efficacy:

(a)

(TSSEIM)

can be

three-pronged view of

how the self-efficacy of the teacher

will impact the teacher's performance prior to
beginning instruction;

(b)

how the teacher's

performance and the student's past experiences will
impact the student's self-efficacy;

(c)

how the
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student's performance will provide the teacher
additional feedback on his or her
abilities/inabilitiesto meet

student's needs,

which

will again have a negative impact on the teacher's
These three facets

self-efficacy and performance.

introduced by Sachs compose the basic tenets of what
may become a negative cyclical pattern of self-efficacy
with respect

to students experiencing difficulties.

Based on his conceptual thought,
is described by Sachs

(1990)

the failure cycle

in this manner:

If the teacher is not meeting with success or does
not recognize that he or she is in fact making
progress, which can be attributed to a lack of
formal training, then the teacher's and student's
self-efficacies can only decrease.
Consequently,
both the teacher's subsequent teaching and the
student's performance would be further eroded.
Until these deficiencies are removed, the chances
for positive changes in the teacher's and
student's self-efficacies and subsequent
interactions are quite unlikely (p. 237).
He goes on to echo the previously cited sentiment
that regular educators are at a

severe disadvantage for

developing high self-efficacy in interacting with
special education students because they are not
provided adequate opportunities in their teacher
preparation programs.

When this factor is added to the

premise that special education students are notorious
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for bringing numerous
classroom

failure experiences to the

(indicative of lower student self-efficacy),

the result is a human equation fated for additional
failure.
McDaniel and McCarthy
opinion.

(1989)

This opinion was that,

put forth a

similar

although the research

on teacher efficacy has not focused on special
educators for the most part,

it is particularly

relevant because of the nature of the student
population.

By definition,

education services

students requiring special

(as well as those at-risk)

have

difficulty in learning and require special help
(McDaniel

&

McCarthy) .

Investigations

of

student-teacher interactions

include

Meijer and Foster

(1988)

and Soodak and Podell

(1993).

These authors have focused specifically on the

effect of teacher self-efficacy on the chances of a
student referral to special education.

The main

hypothesis of Meijer and Foster was that teachers'
ratings of problem seriousness and referral chance for
a pupil could be predicted by the degree of teachers'
personal self-efficacy.

A total of 230 second-grade

teachers in the Netherlands participated in the study.
Each teacher was given a case
second-grade student).

(a typed description of a

Each case consisted of a
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combination of the student's problem type,
social background.

Self efficacy was

gender,

and

then assessed

using a version of the Dutch Teacher Self-Efficacy
scales

(based on the work of Gibson and Dembo

(1984)).

Problem and referral chances were assessed by asking
teachers

to consider carefully the case description and

then to write a number from Oto 100 to indicate
whether the pupil would pose a problem for providing
adequate education.

Teachers were asked to do the same

to indicate their own likelihood of referring the
student to special education.
Higher scores of self-efficacy for teachers were
found to be correlated with lower ratings
chance

(-.14,

p

<

.05).

for referral

These findings would seem to

indicate that teachers with higher levels of
self-efficacy tend to retain students experiencing
problems

in their rooms,

whereas

teachers refer the same students

lower self-efficacy
for special services,

not believing they possess the ability to reach them.
Although the effect was small,
that

it seemed to the authors

the self-efficacy effect was of potential

practical

importance and deserved additional attention

(Meijer

Foster,

&

In 1993,

1988).

Soodak and Podell attempted to replicate

the Meijer and Foster research in the United States,
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realizing that the correlations obtained in this
previous study were of a
differences

low order of magnitude and

in educational practices limited the

study's generalizabilty.
special educators,

Utilizing both regular and

the same procedure outlined above

was used in this study.

The results of their

investigation indicated that

teachers'

efficacy has a significant bearing,
<

.01,

sense of

E(l,178)

=

8.26,

Q

on their judgments regarding the appropriateness

of regular education placement for students with
learning and/or behavior problems.

These authors also

support the contention that regular educators who do
not perceive themselves as being able to influence
student outcomes believe that students with special
problems should not be placed in the regular classroom.
Because little,

if any,

research has looked at

teacher efficacy with respect to at-risk students or
actual dropouts,

it has been important to concentrate

on special education students who share many
similarities with respect

to educational concerns.

Although most dropouts do not have low I.Q.s,

they are

most often two years behind their peers in reading and
math skills and have been kept back in grade for one or
more years.

As is the case for special education
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students,

many also possess a

(DeBlois,

1989).

fact

very low self-concept

Due to these similarities,

and the

that at-risk students are generally viewed as a

problem in the classroom

(hence they drop out),

it is

important to consider the self-efficacy of those who
teach them.

TEACHER EFFICACY ATTITUDES AND RESULTANT BEHAVIORS
Although the previous discussion is quite
pertinent,

the main focus of

this paper still remains.

This goal is to determine the actual effects of high
versus

low teacher efficacy for

students.

lower-achieving

Because teacher self-efficacy is related to

and interacts with numerous other factors,
characteristics
teachers

the

that differentiate high efficacy

from their low efficacy counterparts are of

interest.
Differences between low and high efficacy teachers
are examined,
competency,
management

respectively,

in the areas of:

relationships with students,
strategies,

and instructional

teacher

classroom
strategies.

It should be kept in mind that no single attitude or
behavior can make the distinction between high and low
sense of efficacy teachers,
generalizations can be made.

although some useful
In reality,

the
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differences found between the two

'types'

of teachers

are actually a matter of degree and not of kind.
Competency Threats
Low self-efficacy teachers.
Ashton and Webb

(1986)

The research of

attempted to ascertain how low

self-efficacy teachers responded to students who were
difficult to manage and uncooperative

(in essence,

students who tended to threaten these teachers'
of professional competence)
described Rand items,

sense

by using the previously

actual classroom observations,

and individual teacher interviews.

The authors

found

several characteristics common to teachers of this
type.

Low self-efficacy teachers tended to attribute

lack of achievement to their students'
ability,

insufficient motivation,

deficiencies,

own lack of

character

or poor home environments.

In addition,

it was found through teacher interviews that low
efficacy teachers often claimed low-achieving students
did not learn in their classroom because they could not
learn.
In essence,

teachers with low self-efficacy did

not attempt to share the responsibility for the
failures

of their low-achieving students in the

classroom.

It was,

in fact,

expected by these teachers
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that students with lower achievement would fail,

that

students of this type were not bright enough or well
behaved enough to succeed in school,

and that there was

nothing any teacher could do about this
1986).

Teachers with a

(Ashton

&

low sense of self-efficacy were

likely to avoid challenges according to Bandura
and Kauffman and Wong
reduce their efforts,

Webb,

(1991).

(1986)

These teachers tended to

or to even give up entirely,

with

students they believed they were unable to help
(Kauffman

&

Wong) .

High self-efficacy teachers.

In contrast,

teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy tended to
view low-achieving students as

reachable,

and worthy of teacher attention and effort,
the fact

that these students'

motivation,

teachable,
in spite of

lack of discipline,

and achievement were threatening to them

(Ashton & Webb,

1986; Kauffman

&

Wong,

1990).

These

teachers did not perceive misbehaviors by students as
threatening to their authority or intentional,

neither

did they expect there to be more instances of
inappropriate and disruptive student behavior
&

Wong) .

(Kauffman

Many higher efficacy teachers were found to

take special pride in their ability to teach the
students that their low efficacy colleagues saw as
unteachable.

These teachers felt it was their own
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responsibility to help students surmount the hurdles in
their path

(Ashton

&

Webb,

1986).

Relationships With Students
Low self-efficacy teachers.
Ashton and Webb
discussion,

(1986),

The research of

following from the previous

determined that

teachers with a

low sense

of efficacy tended to mistrust their low-achieving
students because their own sense of professional
For this reason,

competence was threatened.

these

teachers tended to deal with threats by focusing on
classroom discipline.

It has also been found that low

efficacy teachers were more likely to be intolerant of
these students they felt were beyond their help
(Kauffman

&

Wong,

1990)

According to Ashton and Webb's

interviews with instructors,
teachers,

all

low self-efficacy

no matter their actual level of

effectiveness,
of conflict.

defined the classroom situation in terms
They found security in the authority

afforded them from the teaching role they held.
authority was

This

jealously guarded and teachers were

openly reluctant to establish relationships with
students that could have jeopardized their power.
According to one low self-efficacy teacher it was
important to

"act like a

teacher" when with students
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and to avoid becoming overly familiar with them
&

(Ashton

Webb , p . 7 5 ) .
High self-efficacy teachers.

teachers,

on the other hand,

benign view of students.
challenges,

High self-efficacy

tended to maintain a more

These teachers sought

maintained an attitude of tolerance with

difficult students,

and ultimately persisted when faced

with slow student progress.

(Kauffman

&

Wong,

1990).

High self-efficacy teachers were more likely to
establish and utilize personal,
authority.

instead of positional,

They were also more willing to demonstrate

their caring of students concerning their progress and
problems

(Ashton

&

Webb,

1986).

Overall,

high

self-efficacy teachers exuded an air of warmth,
encouraging friendly relationships with their students.
They did not feel

that their relationships with

students challenged their authority or threatened their
professional

self-esteem.

Classroom Management

Strategies

Low self-efficacy teachers.
Ashton and Webb
the fact

(1986)

The research by

established that,

that low self-efficacy teachers usually ran

orderly classrooms,

disorder seemed to be remain an

ever-present danger to these instructors.
teachers'

in spite of

perception that

It was

low-achieving students

in
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their classes deliberately attempted to disrupt them.
For this reason it was these teachers'
control the class.

primary aim to

This was often accomplished by

publicly embarrassing students who misbehaved or
separating these
classmates

"difficult students"

from their

the process called excommunication.

High self-efficacy teachers.

On the other hand,

high efficacy teachers exhibited more positive
behaviors with their students

(Gibson

While low self-efficacy teachers'

&

Dembo,

1984).

classrooms tended to

be characterized by an undercurrent of conflict,

those

of high self-efficacy teachers were characterized by
relative harmony.

These teachers were observed to make

fewer and less negative comments about their students,
they abstained from embarrassing them,
utilized excommunication.

and seldom

The overall atmosphere of

their classes was relaxed and friendly

(Ashton

&

Webb,

19 8 6) .
Instructional

Strategies

Low self-efficacy teachers.

Although no single

strategy has been found to be employed exclusively by
low self-efficacy teachers,
become apparent.

certain patterns have

The distrust maintained by these

teachers colored their instructional techniques.
instance,

For

instead of viewing their work in terms of
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teaching and learning,

low self-efficacy teachers

tended to use containment and control.

Because these

teachers felt efforts to teach low achievers would only
produce frustrations without results,

they tended not

to spend much time attempting to teach them and more
time sorting and stratifying their classes according to
ability

(Ashton

and Dembo

Webb,

&

(1984)

1986).

Data from the Gibson

study indicated that the low

self-efficacy teachers were less persistent
3.29,

2

<

.01)

(~(6)

=

with students exhibiting difficulty

learning a particular concept than were those teachers
with high self-efficacy

(Gibson

&

High self-efficacy teachers.
that,

Dembo,

1984).

It should be noted

although high efficacy teachers still experienced

difficulties in their classrooms,

they had less trouble

managing their classes and appeared to have fewer and
less severe altercations with their pupils than did low
efficacy teachers.

High efficacy teachers had

expectations of their students and communicated that
class time was valuable and ought to be well spent.
While these teachers greeted and spoke with their
students informally before class,
they captured their students'
to work

(Ashton

&

Webb,

1986).

when the bell rang

attention and went right
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High efficacy teachers spent more time monitoring
and checking seatwork and leading students to correct
reponses

through questioning rather than giving the

answers or calling on other students
1986;

Gibson

&

Dembo,

1984).

(Ashton & Webb,

They redirected students

who were working independently to maximize on-task
behavior in small groups

(Gibson

&

Dembo,

1984).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
This review began with a

general description of

self-efficacy based on Bandura's two facet
conceptualization of outcome and efficacy expectancies.
Educational applications of self-efficacy included the
work of Gibson and Dembo
(1986).

(1984),

and Ashton and Webb

Ashton and Webb delineated the construct of

self-efficacy into the general and personal
efficacy of instructors.

teaching

This paper also reviewed

several factors which have been found to be
determinants of teachers'

sense of efficacy,

how

student populations have usually been affected by
teacher efficacy,

and how teachers'

translated into classroom behavior.

efficacy attitudes
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Based upon the information gathered in this paper,
the following can be summarized:
1.

It seems probable that one's sense of

self-efficacy is a

situational,

rather than a global,

cosntruct and is likely to vary depending upon the
specific situation one is asked to perform in.
2.

Multiple factors play a role in the

determination of self-efficacy for each teacher.
Factors such as experiences during pre-service training
(student teaching and type of training program),
organizational features

of the school,

and contextual

effects of the classroom serve to either bolster or
diminish
3.

teachers'

self-efficacy.

In examining both high and low efficacy

teachers in the classroom,

differences exist in the

beliefs/attitudes and behaviors each manifests,
especially with low achieving students.
4.

Because differences do exist in how lower and

higher efficacy teachers interact with
their low-achieving students,

special attention should

be paid to those teachers who specifically deal with
this student population.

Therefore,

the teacher

efficacy of alternative high school teachers is very
much of concern in order to better serve students who
need extra help in order to succeed.
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What must be kept in mind when discussing the
concept of self-efficacy is that,

although no absolute

distinctions can be put forth between the two types of
instructors,

generalizations can be made which hold

great importance for the students of these teachers.
What students do in the classroom influences the
behaviors and attitudes of teachers.

While a

teacher's

efficacy attitudes should not be characterized as the
first and causal link in this linear chain of events,
they are,

in fact,

very powerful and deserve more

attention in order to improve education for all
children,

especially those considered low achieving -

special education and at-risk students.

It is my

contention that some teachers are better equipped to
instruct these lower achieving students,

in part

because of higher levels of self-efficacy.

These are

the teachers we need to seek out and study in order to
diminish the problems experienced by this distinct
category of students.
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